Key indicators: single-crystal X-ray study; T = 298 K; mean (C-C) = 0.004 Å; R factor = 0.062; wR factor = 0.157; data-to-parameter ratio = 17.0.
In the cation of the title compound, C 21 H 16 N 3 O 2 + ÁCl À , the N atom in the 3-position of the imidazole ring is protonated. The three pendant aromatic rings are twisted from the plane of the imidazolium ring by dihedral angles of 31.69 (14) , 31.09 (14) and 34.77 (14) . In the crystal structure, N-HÁ Á ÁCl hydrogen bonds link the molecules, forming a chain parallel to the b axis. Table 1 Hydrogen-bond geometry (Å , ). The crystal packing is stabilized by N-H···Cl hydrogen bonds to form a linear chain parallel to the b axis (Table 1 and 
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Experimental
Under nitrogen protection, 1,2-diphenyl-ethane-1,2-dione (20 mmol), 4-nitrobenzaldehyde (20 mmol) and amine acetate (50 mmol) were dissolved in 60 ml of HOAc. The mixture was stirred at 383 K for 20 h. The resulting solution was poured into ice water (200 ml) and after neutralizing the mixture with NaOH (6 mol/L) a white solid was obtained. After filtration and washing with distilled water the crude product was recrystallized from a ethanolic solution (150 ml) to which HCl (5 ml) was added to yield colourless block-shaped crystals of the title compound, suitable for X-ray analysis.
Refinement
H atoms attached to C and N atoms were positioned geometrically and treated as riding, with C-H = 0.93 Å, N-H = 0.86 Å and U iso (H) = 1.2U eq (C,N).
supplementary materials sup-2 Figures   Fig. 1 . A view of the title compound with the atomic numbering scheme. Displacement ellipsoids are drawn at the 30% probability level. 
